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In April 2004, the Government of Canada concluded months of exhaustive inter-depart-

mental policy discussions by tabling in Parliament a new National Security Policy (NSP) 

entitled Securing an Open Society. This watershed event marks the first time in Canadian 

history that the federal government has committed its national security priorities and 

objectives to a single, comprehensive policy document. According to then Prime Minister 

Paul Martin, the NSP was cobbled together to help combat traditional threats including 

organized crime and natural disasters, but more importantly to respond to an array of 

new, less conventional threats characterized by events such as the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks, the 2003 Canadian outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 

(SARS), and the 2003 electrical blackout (National Security Policy 2004, Preamble). 

The NSP was produced to fill a clear policy gap by providing a strategic-level national 

security framework for federal government departments, security practitioners, and the 

Canadian public. The NSP is organized around three national security objectives: pro-

tecting Canadians at home and abroad, ensuring Canada is not a safe haven for threats 

to our allies, and making a positive contribution to international security (NSP, 2004, vii). 

To advance these objectives, the NSP focuses the national security posture on six “key 

strategic areas,” including intelligence, emergency planning and management, public 

health emergencies, transportation security, border security, and international security. 

To be sure, the NSP is an encouraging development for Canada’s national security 

community. The document updates a battery of federal contingency plans, secures fresh 

funding for federal departments working in national security, and shows tangible evidence 
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of strategic-level thinking. Nonetheless, the NSP gives no mention of evaluation metrics 

or thresholds that indicate policy success. Without these requisite evaluation metrics, 

policymakers will have considerable trouble differentiating a success from a shortcoming 

in the implementation of the NSP. Moreover, this leaves policymakers without a mechan-

ism to identify and incorporate ongoing lessons learned, which help to maintain the 

relevance of any policy document. 

For a document tasked with the critical responsibility of protecting the security of Canada 

and Canadians, it is imperative to put forth the most accountable, relevant, and flexible 

policy possible. To this end, this policy recommendation will propose an exploratory set 

of metrics that may enable national security policymakers to conduct regular analyses 

of how effectively the NSP serves the three national security objectives it identifies. 

It is important to note that these measures are tentative proxies aimed at quantifying 

the degree of success of the NSP. As such, these metrics are preliminary and probing, 

intended to get policymakers and practitioners thinking about measuring the usefulness 

of the NSP, rather than a comprehensive treatment of all statistics related to national 

security. 

Unbraiding the NSP: Policies, Standards and Guidelines   

Before further discussion of specific evaluation metrics, it is crucial to first unpack the 

different features of the NSP. The NSP is far from a conventional policy document. 

Rather, it is comprised of a mixed bag of self-styled policy statements, security standards 

and emergency guidelines with some added political posturing for good measure. This 

dissection certainly warrants a more in-depth analysis. 

Above all, the NSP contains a number of clear statements of Canadian security policy. 

Chapter four discusses the plan of the federal government to convene a “high-level 

national task force” in the summer of 2004 to develop a National Cyber-security Strategy 

(NSP, 2004, 26). Chapter five announces the creation of the Public Health Agency of 

Canada, which is to assume responsibility for strategic-level policymaking vis-à-vis 

national infectious disease programming (NSP, 2004, 31). Chapter seven declares the 

forthcoming inclusion of facial recognition biometrics into all Canadian passports (NSP, 
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2004, 41). These are three examples of clear and deliberate policy decisions taken to 

satisfy perceived gaps in the Canadian national security posture. 

Second, the NSP champions a number of significant national and international standards. 

A standard usually refers to an established norm or requirement that is based on a set 

of technical criteria. In a policy document such as the NSP, standards represent clear 

principles subscribed to by the Canadian government, but also something less explicit 

than a statement of policy. Chapter three of the NSP suggests that Canada should focus 

national intelligence efforts on more security-related matters (NSP, 2004, 17). Chapter 

five proposes a more meticulous degree of oversight of the national public health system 

(NSP, 2004, 29). Finally, chapter seven recommends the international promotion of the 

Canadian smart borders principles (NSP, 2004, 46). These three standards are less 

operationalized than policy statements, but they nevertheless represent central compon-

ents of the NSP. 

Third, the NSP sets out a number of guidelines or non-mandatory statements aimed at 

establishing decision-making routines in Canadian national security policymaking. Guide-

lines tend to be even less explicit than both policy statements and standards. Chapter 

seven proposes the further development of the next generation of the Smart Borders 

agenda (NSP, 2004, 46). Chapter eight states the intent of the Canadian government to 

continue to “play an important role in countering international terrorism, preventing the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and defusing intra- and inter-state conflicts,” 

(NSP, 2004, 47). These guidelines are necessarily vague and give no indication of how, 

why or when these proposals will be implemented. Rather, they are trotted out as long-

term strategic statements of the national security objectives of the Canadian government.

The NSP also contains a number of instances of Canadian mythmaking and patent 

political posturing. For example, the history of defending Canada’s national security is 

mythologized as an exercise that creates unity among a diverse set of immigrant groups, 

hence the title of the NSP, “Securing an Open Society.”  However, this notion is undercut 

by a number of watershed events in Canadian history. It seems difficult to fathom how the 

forced internment of over eight thousand “aliens of enemy nationality” in World War One, 
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or the similar detention of over twenty-two thousand Japanese-Canadians in the Second 

World War in any way secured Canada as an “open society.”  Nevertheless, the NSP 

glosses over these events in its correlation of national security with ethnic and religious 

tolerance in Canada, when a number of key historical events imply more of a zero-sum 

relationship between national security and the promotion of cultural diversity. 

Measuring the NSP: Evaluation Metrics and Thresholds of Success 

The key to maintaining the effectiveness and relevance of any policy document is a built-

in set of metrics that allows for regular diagnostic reviews. This is certainly an important 

consideration with the NSP. The following set of proposed metrics is an attempt to identify 

indicators that may speak to the successes and shortcomings of the NSP as a policy 

document. Each has been mapped to the three national security objectives outlined in the 

document.

Protecting Canadians at home and abroad

The first national security objective discussed in the NSP is the protection of Canadians 

at home and abroad. The aim of this objective is to safeguard the personal security of 

Canadians. The following metrics attempt to gauge this ability.

First, an important statistic to consider is death tolls. This can be broken down to reflect 

the death tolls of a number of important demographics with a national security nexus, 

including Canadian civilians at home and abroad, Canadian soldiers serving in the Inter-

national Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, as well as Canadian aid worker 

death tolls. Since terrorism is not the sole security threat to Canadians, this statistic 

should be expanded to consider the number of Canadians killed as a result of natural 

disasters as well as pandemic outbreaks. This metric attempts to directly measure the 

impact of the NSP on the individual and collective security of Canadians: in other words, 

has the introduction of the NSP made Canadian citizens any safer? 

A second set of metrics to be considered is the federal government’s investment in intel-

ligence and policing. Steady flows of government investment enable federal departments 

to build capacity and develop expertise in both the domestic and international realms. 

This proxy attempts to trace the fluctuations in the Government of Canada’s commitment 
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to intelligence and policing.

The third metric that gauges the ability of the NSP to protect Canadians is judicial convic-

tion percentages. This includes the percentage of convictions for those tried under the 

Canadian Anti-Terrorism Act, as well as more general conviction percentages that speak 

to the ebbs and flows of conventional crime rates in Canada. These conviction percent-

ages inform the effectiveness of the Canadian judiciary in dealing with threats to national 

security, such as terrorism and trans-national crime, while also taking into account 

conventional crime. 

Ensuring Canada is not a Base for Threats to our Allies

The second national security objective outlined in the NSP is ensuring that Canada is not 

an incubator for groups that pose a threat to our allies. This objective is oriented towards 

the federal government’s efforts to root out terrorist or criminal elements in Canada, who 

may not necessarily threaten Canadian security but who may seek to attack our allies, 

most notably the United States. Achieving this objective may involve shuttering terrorist 

financing fronts including dubious charities, investing in security intelligence and law 

enforcement capabilities, or ensuring that Canadian border security is robust and cutting-

edge. The following metrics look to measure the policy success of the federal government 

in pursuing these veiled elements within Canada.

The first metric that should be considered is federal government investment in the Finan-

cial Transactions and Reports Analysis Centre of Canada (FINTRAC). As the central 

mechanism for combating terrorist financing and money laundering in Canada, the levels 

of government funding allocated to FINTRAC can shed light on the federal resolve to 

crack down on terrorism and organized crime in Canada. A robust federal investment 

in FINTRAC can also signal to terrorist and organized crime entities that the Canadian 

government is both willing and able to disrupt illicit activity.

A second metric that speaks more to the effectiveness of FINTRAC is the amount of 

monetary and material seizures recorded per year by the centre. While this number is 

likely kept confidential due to its national security sensitivity, this statistic could provide an 
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accurate indication of the operational scale and investigative efficiency of FINTRAC as an 

organization serving national security. 

A third measure that may gauge the intelligence, law enforcement and judicial capacity 

of the Canadian system is the number of security certificates issued since the NSP was 

released in 2004. As a fundamental mechanism for preventing terrorism, the issuing 

trends of security certificates may shed light on the functioning of Canada’s anti-terror 

machinery. 

Finally, the fourth metric that is important to consider is the federal investment in border 

security via departments such as the Canadian Border Services Agency (CBSA), the 

Canadian Coast Guard (CCG), and the Department of National Defence (DND). As 

three of the central federal departments tasked with Canadian border security policy 

and protection, the trending of federal investments in these departments gives a clear 

indication of the seriousness of the national commitment to comprehensive and proactive 

border security. 

Contributing to International Security

The third national security objective identified in the NSP is a continued Canadian 

contribution to international security. This third objective is particularly ambiguous and 

abstract. Seemingly, this objective speaks to the extent to which Canada contributes to 

the collective security of its allies. This refers both to conventional geopolitical threats as 

well as less conventional security issues including questions of human and environmental 

security, both of which seem poised to have a heightened profile in the near future. 

The first metric that needs to be considered when measuring Canada’s contribution to 

international security is federal defence spending flows. By analyzing the annual patterns 

of the Government of Canada’s investment in DND, military alliances such as the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and joint defence initiatives such as the North 

American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), it is possible to get a better grasp of 

the relative commitment of the federal government to regional security and international 

security writ large. 
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A second, more specific measure of the Canadian contribution to international security 

would be the financial, personnel, and materiel contributions made by the Government of 

Canada to the ISAF mission in Afghanistan. As the principal contemporary commitment 

of Canada’s defence, diplomatic, and development establishments, the relative inputs of 

government funds, personnel, and materiel in Afghanistan speak to the strength of the 

national commitment to support the international security initiatives of NATO.

Moving beyond these more traditional international security metrics, it is imperative to 

consider other, less conventional security indicators. The third proposed metric would 

look at the trends in Canada’s Official Development Assistance (ODA). As an increasingly 

common feature of the integrated approach to security, the nature of Canada’s com-

mitment to delivering foreign aid would signal a more holistic approach to international 

security. While certainly not a flawless system, the delivery of foreign aid can help 

infrastructure development, agricultural production, and institutional capacity building in 

developing countries, all of which arguably help mitigate the likelihood of violent conflict 

and contribute to international security. 

The fourth statistic to be considered is federal government funding to programs and initia-

tives that combat the processes of global warming. While it represents an unconventional 

security threat, global warming has been shown to accelerate and intensify international 

security issues, notably in conflicts over scarce resources, environmental migration, 

energy, economic and health insecurities, border disputes and challenges to the status 

quo of the international system (Homer-Dixon, 2004, 7-10). As an emerging threat to 

international security, the policy and funding responses of the Government of Canada 

regarding global warming are indicative of the federal commitment to fight against less 

conventional threats to international security. 

Each of these diverse metrics will need to be measured against comparable statistics 

from before 2004, in order to reflect the trends and variations that have been influenced 

by the introduction of the NSP. A successful policy would be one that illustrates a positive 

variation in these national security statistics since the tabling of the NSP in 2004. The 

degree of improvement in the national security statistics may indicate the degree to which 
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the NSP has been successful, although the correlation between the NSP and the security 

statistics is positive, not absolute. 

The NSP Going Forward: Managing and Maintaining 

Over six years have now passed since the NSP was first tabled in Parliament back in 

April of 2004. The document has undoubtedly filled a policy gap and resulted in a moder-

ate overhaul of Canada’s national security architecture. The most important question 

however, remains to a large extent unanswered: has the NSP been successful in making 

Canada and Canadians safer?  To approach a reasoned answer, the Government of 

Canada, security practitioners, and the Canadian public must begin thinking about the 

less-than-sexy concept of a quantitative policy evaluation. In the complex and evolving 

threat environment of the 21st century, this necessitates a national security policy that is 

both measurable and responsive. The raison d’être of this policy recommendation is to 

get the ball moving in that direction.
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